The OT affirms that God "repents" (nicham, usually in the niphal, but once in the hithpael) 27 times, including three times in the books of 1-2 Samuel (1 Sam 15:11, 35; 2 Sam 24:16); six times in the book of Jeremiah (18:8, 10; 26:3, 13, 19; 42 : 10) ; and three times in the book of Jonah (3:9, 10; 4:2). It also affirms that God "does not repent" (nicham, usually in the niphal, but twice in the hithpael) 9 times (including the noun nocham, "repentance,"
in Hos 13:14), including twice in the books of 1-2 Samuel (both in 1 Sam 15:29) and three times in the book of Jeremiah (4:28; 15:6; 20 :16) . The other occurrences of these concepts are scattered throughout several other OT books.' Thus, out of 36 references in the OT to God's repenting or not repenting, 17 appear in the books of 1-2 Samuel, Jeremiah, and Jonah. The affirmation that God repents appears at crucial points in the OT canon: the account of the flood (Gen 6:6-7); the appearance of Yahweh to his people at Sinai ; the early events connected with the establishment of the Israelite monarchy (1 Sam 15:11, 35); the fall of North Israel (Hos 11:8-9); the fall of Judah (Jer 26:3, 13); several times in the prophets (see the passages in Jeremiah and Jonah above); and several times in the Pslams (90:13; 106:45; 135:14) .
Jewish and Christian thinkers have struggled for centuries to understand and explain the theological concept of God's repenting or not repenting. Several factors contribute to the complexity of this issue. First, the biblical writers themselves disagree in their affirmations as to whether God repents or does not repent. Second, basic logic reasons that the idea of God's repenting contradicts (or, at least, seems to contradict) other fundamental concepts about God's nature: (a) God is omniscient, and therefore knows the future; hence, it does not make sense to think that he changes his mind; (b) God is perfect; but if he changes his mind, then he is imperfect; (c) the idea of God's repent-ing is inseparably connected with God's grieving over what he had done previously (see e.g., Gen 6:6) or his being moved to compassion by people on whom he had announced or performed punitive judgment (see e.g., Judg 2:18; Jonah 4:2); but God does not experience pain or suffering or grief as human beings do. Third, Greek philosophy, and in particular Platonic thought, with its emphasis on God's transcendence and total "otherness" from human beings, has had a great influence on the way many Jewish and Christian thinkers have envisioned and defined God, from the most respected early Church Fathers to the leading philosophers and theologians of the present day. Several centuries ago, when the English word "repent" had a broad range of meanings, it was customary to translate the Hebrew root nhm by "repent." However, in the last few decades, as the meaning of the English word "repent" has become narrower and narrower, various translators and commentators have chosen several English words in an attempt to capture the thrust of this Hebrew root: "regret," "be sorry," "grieve," "have compassion," "retract," "change one's mind," "think better of," "go back on one's word," and "relent."4
